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1. This article was written in February 2004 as an essay for the MA in Studies in Fiction of
the University of East Anglia. I would like to express my gratitude to Professor John Cook for all
his suggestions.
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Artikulu honetan, Bernardo Atxagaren Zeru horiek eleberriak protagonista nagusiaren,
Ireneren, displazamendu esperientzia kontatzen duela frogatuko dugu eta ondorioz, ingelesez
“diasporic text” (diaspora-testua) deritzotenek betetzen dituzten ezaugarri formalak betetzen
dituela baieztatuko. Irenerentzat, etxera itzultzea deserrian egotea izango da, eta deserriratze hori
ematen dela azpimarratzeko, Michel Foucaultek proposatutako “heterotopia” kontzeptuaren
azterketa burutuko dugu saio labur honetan.
Giltza-Hitzak: Literatur kritika. Euskal Literatura. Literatura Konparatua.
Este artículo pretende demostrar que la novela Esos cielos de Bernardo Atxaga narra la
experiencia de desplazamiento de su protagonista principal, Irene, y que, por tanto, es un texto
que puede ser considerado como diaspórico (“diasporic text”). Para Irene, regresar a casa significa
sentirse exiliada en su propia patria. Esto es, precisamente, lo que trataremos de argumentar por
medio del análisis de las “heterotopías” (cf. Michel Foucault) de la novela.
Palabras Clave: Crítica Literaria. Literatura Vasca. Literatura Comparada.
Cet article tente de démontrer que la nouvelle Ciels de Bernardo Atxaga raconte l’expérience
de déplacement de son héroïne principale, Irene, et que, donc, c’est un texte qui peut être
considéré comme diasporique (“diasporic text”). Pour Irene, rentrer à la maison signifie se sentir
exilée dans sa propre patrie. C’est précisément ce que nous tenterons d’argumenter au moyen de
l’analyse des “hétérotopies” (cf. Michel Foucault) du roman.
Mots Clés: Critique Littéraire. Littérature Basque. Littérature Comparée.
The main objective of this essay will be to demonstrate that Basque aut-
hor Bernardo Atxaga’s novel, The Lone Woman, is a diasporic text because it
narrates the experience of displacement of its main character, Irene, a for-
mer member of ETA. With this aim in mind and after locating the author wit-
hin the current Basque literary system and making reference to the national
and international reception of the novel, I will deal with the textual strategies
the author uses in his attempt to narrate Irene’s distancing from and questio-
ning of nationalist ideology and the ensuing identity crisis she experiences.
The scrutiny of the different displacements the novel explores (Irene’s inner
and outer displacements, or displacements of the narrative voice or of genre,
such as the author’s inclusion of a poetry anthology in the novel) serves to
underline the fact that Irene’s return home means, in fact, that she’ll be an
exile in her own country. The analysis will be completed by a study of the
heterotopias of the novel and by the interpretation of the symbolism of mirro-
ring elements, such as the sky. In convergence with the reading of the afore-
mentioned aspects, I will conclude that The Lone Woman possesses all the
characteristics of diasporic texts2 and that in it the author reclaims a new
identity, a new ideological map for his protagonist.
INTRODUCTION
Although we know that every literature gives rise to the dialogue between
the particular and the universal, few Basque authors have managed to cross
borders; for too long a time, few Basque authors have managed to make
their voices heard in the canon of the monochromatic and monological pano-
rama of Western literature. Bernardo Atxaga is one of them, and his book
Obabakoak (1988, published in English under the same title) can now be
read in 26 languages. In it he proposes a new cartography with which to
brave geographical and literary frontiers:
———————————
2. Perhaps I ought to be precise here and state that when I refer to a diasporic text I am
talking about a text that explores, through different narrative strategies, the experience of displa-
cement, the experience “of constructing homes away from home”. If, as according to Clifford
(1997: 247) the main characteristics of the diaspora are said to be “a history of dispersal,
myths/memories of the homeland, alienation in the host (bad host?) country, desire for eventual
return, ongoing support of the homeland, and a collective identity importantly defined by this
relationship”, the latest Basque exiles present a peculiarity that the previous exiles did not
have. The many migrations to North and South America or European countries such as Russia or
Great Britain which took place particularly in the 19th and 20th centuries were due to economic
or political asylum reasons (specially after the Spanish Civil War). This Basque diaspora found
expression in the 142 Euskal Etxeak or Basque Houses nowadays scattered all over the world,
and is the theme of North American author Robert Laxalt’s 1957 novel, Sweet Promised Land.
The new Basque diaspora includes people who have gone into exile as a result of threats recei-
ved not from organisations or political associations which are alien to the Basque Country, but
from sectors within the country itself that seek to impose a rule of nation-state. I am referring,
of course, to the people in exile as a result of threats received from ETA: Basque citizens who
are forming a new diaspora that feels alienated not just from the country that has given them
shelter, but also from their very own country.
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“These days nothing can be said to be peculiar to one place or person. The
world is everywhere and Euskal Herria is no longer just Euskal Herria but (…) ‘the
place where the world takes the name of Euskal Herria’”3.
To understand this map splashed with the physical geography of Basque,
English readers can turn to Mark Kurlansky’s The Basque History of the World4 in
which the outsider will find many fascinating details about us: we speak Basque,
the oldest Western European language, a language with only 700,000 speakers
in all; our country measures only 8,218 square miles, a plot of land a little sma-
ller than New Hampshire. This territory is divided between Spain and France but
as Kurlansky states, “Basqueland looks too green to be Spain and too rugged to
be France” (p. 18). Additionally, a number of instances in which the adjective
“euskal” is featured are specifically mentioned: the fame of our cuisine (the pre-
paration and conservation of codfish, for example); our well-known sport, jai alai
(Basque handball); our most famous religious figure, Saint Ignatius of Loyola; our
excellent Basque sculptors J. Oteiza and E. Chillida; the Guggenheim Museum of
Bilbao… and the terrible issue of terrorism, considered to be the biggest pro-
blem for the 2.4 million people living in the Basque Country5. As Kurlansky’s
book reminds us, terrorism is the topic of fully 85% of articles published in the
United States on Basque issues6. We cannot deny that this harsh reality funda-
mentally colours our lives and thus it naturally appears in our literature. Among
other things, because this is one of the purposes of literature: to exorcise
———————————
3. ATXAGA, Bernardo. Obabakoak, (translated by Margaret Jull Costa), Vintage, New York,
1994, p. 324.
4. KURLANSKY, Mark. The Basque History of the World, Penguin, New York, 2001.
5. The third part of Kurlansky’s book briefly explores the evolution of ETA (ETA: “Euskadi ta
Askatasuna”, which means “Basque Country and Freedom”). Since the start of its terrorist acti-
vities in the 60s, ETA has assassinated almost 900 people (80% of these victims have been
killed since the establishment of democracy 1975 until the present date). The latest Basque
government campaign to help victims of terrorism brings to light the fact that around 42,000
people today live under threat from ETA (they include policemen, politicians from non-nationalist
parties, university teachers and intellectuals). These are horrifying figures that added to the
following information paint a pretty gruesome picture: there are 673 Basque political prisoners
scattered around 8 countries and 86 prisons. Amnesty International denounced, in 2002, that
there had been 320 cases of torture against them in Spanish jails. I’d like to appropriate the
conclusions of Professor Castells’s (UC Berkeley) article “Globalization, Identity, and the Basque
Question” (in Douglass, W. Et al. (Ed.), Basque Politics and the Nationalism on the Eve of the
Millennium, Basque Studies Program-University of Nevada, Reno, 1999, 22-33), and his diagno-
sis that there is no easy solution to the problem of Basque terrorism. In his article Castells
reminds us that Basque terrorism only surfaced as a result of Francoist repression, and that ETA
was born as a reaction against the civil guard’s abusive tactics. 
6. Iñaki Zabaleta, lecturer in the Faculty of Journalism at the University of the Basque
Country, writes in his article “The Basques in the International Press: Coverage by the New York
Times (1950-1996)” (in Douglass, W. et al (Ed.), op. cit. pages 68-93):
“The Basques, as a nation without a state and as a marginal society, have little capa-
city to produce internationally newsworthy events. Their rather inconsequential economic
and social weight, even within Spain, makes them of scant interest to the international
audience. Nor are standard Basque politics, whether regarding a degree of parliamentary
self-government within a federal Spain or as highly circumscribed regional player in Spanish
and European affairs, worthy of much outside attention. As a consequence, negative news,
mostly related to terrorism, will continue to dominate Basque coverage within the internatio-
nal news flow, at least until such time that peace is attained” (page 88).
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demons, whether those of an individual or of a people. Literature of whatever
genre is more truthful than either media reports or the official story given in his-
tory texts. The truths that appear in our literary texts question our fears, raise
our ghosts, tell our dreams or, as André Gide would have it, recount our miseries.
The socio-historical situation of Basque is the cause of the rather late
evolution of our literature. From 1545, when the first Basque book was
published, Bernard Etxepare’s Linguae Vasconum Primitiae, to 1879, only
some 100 books were published in Basque. Numbers began to rise at the
beginning of the 20th century, when Basque literature started gaining
strength; only then, in Atxaga’s metaphor, did the hedgehog creep out of his
hiding place7. In a brief review of 20th century Basque literature, we find the
———————————
7. Prologue to Bernardo Atxaga’s Obabakoak (no page number in Vintage edition). (The au-
thor speaks of his language, euskera)
I write in a strange language. Its verbs,
the structure of its relative clauses,
the words it uses to designate ancient things
– rivers, plants, birds – 
have no sisters anywhere on Earth.
A house is etxe, a bee erle, death heriotz.
The sun of the long winters we call eguzki or eki;
the sun of the sweet, rainy springs is also 
– as you’d expect – called eguzki or eki.
(it’s a strange language, but not that strange).
Born, they say, in the megalithic age,
it survived, this stubborn language, by withdrawing,
by hiding away like a hedgehog in a place,
which, thanks to the traces it left behind there,
the world named the Basque Country or Euskal Herria.
Yet its isolation could never have been absolute
– cat is katu, pipe is pipa, logic is lojika –
rather, as the prince of detectives would have said,
the hedgehog, my dear Watson, crept out of its hiding place
(to visit, above all, Rome and all its progeny).
The language of a tiny nation, so small
you cannot even find it on the map,
it never strolled in the gardens of the Court
or past the marble statues of government buildings;
in four centuries it produced only a hundred books…
the first in 1545; the most important in 1643;
the Calvinist New Testament in 1571;
the complete Catholic Bible around 1860.
Its sleep was long, its bibliography brief
(but in the twentieth century, the hedgehog awoke).
Obabakoak, this book published now in this city,
the city of Dickens, of Wilkie Collins and of so many others,
is one of the latest books to join the Basque bibliography.
It was written in several houses and in several countries,
and its subject is simply life in general.
And Obaba is just Obaba: a place, a setting;
Ko means ‘of’; a is a determiner; k the plural.
The literal translation: The People or Things of Obaba;
a less literal translation: Stories from Obaba
(and with that I conclude this prologue).
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post-symbolic poets Lizardi and Lauaxeta in the 1930s; in the 50s and 60s,
the Bilbaino Gabriel Aresti, an excellent representative of social poetry; and
in the 60s new novelists who revisited and remodeled the typical late 19th
century novel (Txillardegi, for example, was a follower of Sartre and Camus,
and Ramon Saizarbitoria brought experimentalism to the Basque novel).
Nevertheless, the one critical event in the history of Basque literature is the
death of the dictator Franco in 1975. Only then did Basque literature begin
to establish the conditions necessary for its development (the bilingual
decree, which expanded the corpus of potential readers, government fun-
ding for publishers and distributors, funding to protect production in Bas-
que…). Nowadays, of the 1500 books published every year in Basque,
approximately 14% are literature, and among these, narrative is prominent
at 60% of all published literature8. But though this may be true, it’s the
novel that holds the central place in our modern literature; in ours, as in
other literatures, the market is a controlling factor and the most profitable
genre, the novel, therefore triumphs.
Joseba Irazu (1951-), whose nom de plume is Bernardo Atxaga,
belongs to that small percentage of Basque writers (about a 7% of all 300
authors), who live exclusively from literature9. Bernardo Atxaga has collec-
ted more prizes than any other Basque author to date (besides the Premio
Nacional de Narrativa, which he received in 1989, many other awards sup-
port his status: the Milepages in 1991, the Tres Coronas de los Pirineos
Atlánticos in 1995, the Vasco Universal in 2002, the Cesare Pavese Poetry
prize in 2003) and he sells more books than anyone else writing in Bas-
que. In other words, he is an eminently ‘exportable’ author. The fact that in
1999 The Observer listed him among the “21 top writers for the 21st cen-
tury”10 gives faith of his literary stature abroad. Although Atxaga has pur-
sued different literary genres (narrative, poetry, essay, theatre or children’s
literature), he is an author who enjoys subverting the narrow margins bet-
ween literary genres and exploring new aesthetic propositions. He has
moved from the more post-avant-garde and experimental texts of his early
literary career (early 70s), to the creation of the fantastic universe of
Obaba (in the 80s), to the realist novels of the 90s, in which the axis of
the argument follows a character’s journey.
I’d like to start by mentioning one of his books available in English transla-
tion. Obabakoak (1994, Vintage) was shortlisted for the European Literary Prize
———————————
8. As the body of Basque literature becomes stronger, narrative has gained a greater and
greater prominence. Thus, while narrative held only 18.7% of literary publication from 1876 to
1935, it rose to 23.8% between 1936 and 1975, and today, as stated, accounts for more than
half of all Basque literary publication.
9. For a brief resume of the evolution of Basque literature and Atxaga’s canonical status
within it you can read Olaziregi, M.J. “The Awakening of Basque Literature”. In: Transcript 5,
2003. (http://www.transcript-review.org/section.cfm?id=87&lan=en)
10. MCCRUM, R., 1999, “Tomorrow’s worldbeaters”, The Observer, 20-6-99, 20-21.
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in 199011. The critic Suárez Galbán in his review “A Village in the Palm of One’s
Hand” (cf. The New York Times Book Review, 20-6-93), described this collection
of interlinked stories as a ‘delicious, barroque paella’. A. S. Byatt wrote that
Obabakoak was in line with contemporary tendencies of European literature
because it cleverly combined ancient stories and motivations with modern
metanarrative techniques. It could be said the book belongs to the genre of
fantastic literature. The author appropriates Jorge Luis Borges’ point of view
when he asserts that literary realism is a chimera because, in the end, all lite-
rature is fictitious, or to put it differently, part and parcel of the literary pact
accorded between reader and author. But this fantastic journey is, above
everything else, a literary journey, an intertextual journey. The continuous refe-
rences to other short stories bring to mind Eliot’s assertion that every ouvre
writes itself into a literary tradition, and in this sense, Obabakoak pays homage
to the universal masters of the short story. During the 90s Atxaga’s trajectory
took a turn towards the realist. The Lone Man was published by Harvill in
1996, and The Lone Woman by the same publishers in 1999. The Lone Man
has been translated into 15 languages and has received several important pri-
zes (the Spanish Critics’ prize in 1993 –and it was shortlisted for the Aristerion
and the IMPAC prizes in 1996). The book was very well received abroad. In
Italy, France and Germany the critics viewed it as an attractive, interesting
novel. But British critics in particular took very enthusiastically to The Lone
Man, and the reviews published in the TLS (written by D Horspool on 09.08.96)
and the New Statesman (by J. May on 02.08.96), underlined that Atxaga’s
novel was not a conventional thriller, and that place and action developed sym-
bolically through the use of evocative imagery that enriched the plot. Meanti-
me, R. Gott in The Guardian (29.07.96) highlighted the originality of the theme
and the rhythm of the novel, and P. Millar in The Times (03.08.96) said the
novel was a captivating odyssey into the mind of the protagonist.
The novel that I am going to analyze, The Lone Woman (Harvill, 1999), is
another example of a novel structured around a character. The novel was origi-
nally published in Basque in 1995, and in Spanish, in the author’s own transla-
tion, a year later. The Spanish edition was excellently received, and the first print
run of 20,000 copies sold out very quickly. In any case, The Lone Woman cau-
sed great controversy from the start, because of the particular characteristics of
its main character, Irene, an ETA prisoner who volunteers for the Social Rehabili-
tation Plan, and in doing so leaves both the organization and jail. For this reason
the novel was harshly criticized by the radical nationalist leftists sectors. The
word ‘traitor’ appears again and again in the novel (pp. 22, 24, 81, 92), issued
———————————
11. Some reviews of Obabakoak published in English: CAISTOR, N., 1992, ”The deceptive
caress of a giraffe”, The Independent, 12-9-92; EVANS, M., 1992, ”Lost for words”, Express &
Echo, 24-10-92; FRASER, A. & MANTEL, H., 1992, “On the critical list”, Sunday Times, 6-9-92;
GLOVER, M., 1992, “Literary Fiction”, Books, September 1992, 14; IZURIETA, I., 1994, “Obaba-
koak: Orality and the Productional Basque Texts”, Torre de Papel (Iowa), vol. 4, nº 2, summer
1994, 73-80; KURLANSKY, M., 1994, “Writing, Basque, A Question of Scale”, International
Herald Tribune, 4-4-94, 16; LEE SIX, A., 1992, “Among the people of Obaba”, The Times Literary
Supplement, 21-8-92, 18; PAVEY, R., 1992, “Faces, small places”, The Observer, 30-8-92; Tho-
mas, T., 1992, “Battle of the Basque blackboard”, The Guardian, 18-9-92; TRAUGOTT, M., 1992,
“Waking the hedgehog”, The Independent on Sunday, 30-8-92.
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not only from the protagonists own mouth, but also from the mouths of the poli-
cemen who are following her, and even from a character having an argument in
one of the movies they are showing on the bus she travels in. This movie acts
as a mirroring element, as a mise en abîme that exemplifies the character’s con-
flictive situation12. Following the controversy surrounding the novel’s publication,
Atxaga gave some interviews in which he spoke about the excessive romantiza-
tion of politics, which, in his opinion, was predominant in the attitudes and pro-
positions of nationalist politicians in the Basque Country13.
Among the many reviews published abroad, I’d like to highlight James
Hopkin’s in the New Statesman (28.06.99), in which the critic praises the
text’s achievements:
“In taut, elegant sentences which generate a sense of restlessness and
foreboding, Atxaga reveals the uncertain mind of a fugitive fleeing the past and,
by identifying only the salient details in each scene, he creates a disturbing, tran-
sitory world in which all proportion and compassion have been lost. (…)”.
Here Hopkin is referring to the effect of the sparseness of the prose,
which invites the perception that what is being suggested, what is left ‘outsi-
de’ the text becomes more important than what is left ‘in’.
The reading intensity demanded by The Lone Woman is superior to that
demanded by the author’s previous novel, The Lone Man. As in a poem, ima-
ges and emotions are densely packed in this lyrical novel, and it is not just
chance that the origin of this novel is in Zeruak (Skies, 1994), one of the
‘lessons’ or ‘poetic lectures’ that Atxaga, in an homage to his beloved Dylan
Thomas, had at the time taken to performing together with actors and sin-
gers. To summarize, what the novel narrates is the journey that its protago-
nist, Irene, undertakes from the moment she leaves jail in Barcelona to the
moment she arrives in Bilbao in a bus. This becomes an internal journey that
visits the memories haunting Irene (such as her failed relationship with
Larrea, a member of another military group), and her wish to escape from a
hostile reality (which is reflected on the 2nd and 3rd dreams she has on the
bus). In this sense the second dream is particularly interesting; in it Irene
dreams she is in “a kind of Arcadia” (p. 91), surrounded by sheep and her
friend Margarita14. But any attempt at escape is made impossible by the rea-
———————————
12. Atxaga himself explained (in El Dominical, 21-4-96) that he once saw a graffiti on a wall in
the Basque Country that read ‘[female] traitor’, and that this gave him the idea to write the novel.
I’d like to add to this that since 1982, 350 ETA prisoners have taken advantage of the rehabilita-
tion opportunities and none have taken up arms again. On the other hand, the latest sociological
study from EUSKOBAROMETRO (a survey group formed by lecturers from the Faculty of Political
Science from the University of the Basque Country) shows that 33% of Basques are in favour of
rehabilitation (the study took place in November 2003, and 1800 people were interviewed).
13. These interviews were published in the following newspapers and magazines: Diario 16
[31-5-96]; ABC [29-5-96]; Tiempo [13-5-96]; El País [10-5-96]; El Correo [17-4-96].
14. This Arcadia, this ‘locus amoenus’ inhabited by shepards which Virgil described so well
in his Bucolicas is precisely the ideal image of the world that was prevalent in the European lite-
ratures of the 16th and 17th centuries, and Atxaga has revisited it in his latest novel, Soinujolea-
ren Semea (The son of the accordionist), which was published two months ago. 
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lity closing in around the protagonist during her journey, personified particu-
larly in the two policemen who are travelling incognito and attempt to persua-
de her to collaborate with them. The help she receives from three travelling
companions, two nuns and a sick woman, will provide Irene with some hope
for salvation when she reaches Bilbao.
It is clear that in The Lone Woman the chronotopical elements have been
reduced to the bare minimum: the bus in which the protagonist travels is the
predominant space in the novel and the events take place in the two days
following her release from jail. In this sense, Atxaga’s use of the spaces in
the novel is extremely important. If we applied Foucault’s diverging concepts
of Utopias and Heterotopias15 to the novel, we would discover that the spa-
tial characterization in The Lone Woman is used to underline Irene’s sense of
distance and alienation. The spaces included in the novel become, signifi-
cantly, heterotopias of deviation (the prison, for example), or heterotopias of
crisis (the hotel Irene visits in her first night out of jail, which fulfils the func-
tion of restoring the sexuality denied to her in prison). But apart from that,
we have another truly meaningful heterotopia: the bus, an enclosed, isolated
space in perpetuum mobile. As the novel progresses the novel becomes a
sort of ‘flying’ spaceship (pp. 49, 57) from which Irene can see ‘spaceship
clouds’ (p. 70) and ‘flying saucers’ (p. 66). This bus in ‘orbit’ could be
thought to be a variation in the theme of the ship, which, according to Fou-
cault has for centuries been the heterotopia par excellence16. All these hete-
rotopias, and in particular the prison and the bus, introduce “a sort of
absolute break with their traditional time”, as Foucault would say, a heteroch-
ronia, in other words. The distance between Barcelona and Bilbao (about
725 kilometres) is expanded and made strange by the different dreams Irene
has, which transport her to ‘another’ space, the only one in which she can
live. Just as her travelling companions, a sick woman condemned to live wi-
thin the confines of a hospital, or the two nuns who are recluses in their con-
vent, Irene has no place, or topos, in the reality that surrounds her17. The
———————————
15. FOUCAULT, M., (1997: 351): “First, here are the utopias. Utopias are sites with no real
place. They are sites that have a general relation of direct or inverted analogy with the real
space of Society. They present society itself in a perfected form, or else society turned upside
down, but in any case these utopias are fundamentally unreal spaces.
There are also, probably in every culture, in every civilization, real places –places that do
exist and that are formed in the very founding of society– which are something like counter-
sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can
be found within the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted. Places of
this kind are outside of all places, even though it may be possible to indicate their location in
reality. Because these places are absolutely different from all the sites that they reflect and
speak about, I shall call them, by way of contrast to utopias, heterotopias”.
16. FOUCAULT, M. (1997:356), op. cit:
“Brothels and colonies are two extreme types of heterotopia, and if we think, after all,
that the boat is a floating piece of space, a place without a place, that exists by itself, that
is closed in on itself and at the same time is given over to the infinity of the sea and that,
from port to port, from tack to tack, from brothel to brothel, it goes as far as the colonies in
search of the most precious treasures they conceal in their gardens.... The ship is the hete-
rotopia par excellence”.
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only spaces available to her are heterotopical (prison, hospital) or utopian
(dreams). We could think of these spaces as marginal or unreal: metaphors
for her fragmented identity. The presence of these heterotopical and utopian
spaces is a constant theme in Atxaga’s work. In The Lone Man (Harvill,
1996), Carlos, the main character, lives within the confines of his hotel, and
is tormented by the interior voices that continuously threaten him. Paradise,
on the other hand, is the predominant utopian place in the author’s latest
novel, Soinujolearen semea (Pamiela, 2003) –or The Son of the Accordionist.
Here Atxaga once again talks about exiles, about people who try to build a
home away from home. From his Californian ranch the protagonist, David,
remembers his idyllic childhood in Obaba, and his painful awakening to the
horrifying events that took place during and after the Civil War.
We do not learn the protagonist’s name until the 74th page of The Lone
Woman, but her description is given to us in the first paragraph –through it
the author underlines the hardness of her features. We read about the prota-
gonist’s physical peculiarities and discover what she was up to on the night
of her release. We learn that Irene is 37 years old (pp. 3, 75), that she is
‘slight and serious looking’ (p. 3), that her voice is ‘husky’ (p. 3) and that her
eyes are disquieting: ‘when she looked, her eyes seemed hard –two brown
spheres that time had polished to a somber gleam” (p. 3). But we are faced
by a female protagonist whose very corporeity has been denied in jail. The
lack of mirrors within the prison walls means that Irene is surprised when
she sees her body in its entirety for the first time: ‘After all those years insi-
de, it was odd to see herself full length. The mirrors in prison were rarely
more than two feet high’ (p. 3). It often happens in novels, especially in
those written by women, that the mirror helps a female character recognise
herself, see herself, not just as essence, but also as existence and action18.
In Irene’s case, ‘her recovery of herself’ (p. 8) starts not only with her identi-
fication of her ‘self’ in front of the mirror, but with the recovery of objects
‘that had surrounded her in her previous life’ (p. 8). This thoroughly denied
and denigrated woman needs ‘to be looked at, spoken to, desired, as if she
were a normal woman, not a whore –the role she had passively undertaken
on her first night out of prison’ (pp. 6-7). That was the reason that drove her
to desperately seek a sexual relationship as soon as she got out of prison.
Because as Foucault reminds us in his well known story, sexuality is not
something natural or biological, but rather a discourse that creates identi-
ties. That is why Irene tries to escape from the reality that uses sex to vio-
lently degrade her. The insults she continuously receives from the policemen
in the bus, the scorn with which the man he had sex with after coming out of
prison treated her, the violent scenes of sadomasochistic practices shown in
———————————
17. “After all, did not those marked by sickness and by prison belong to the same provin-
ce? Both carried a mark that set them apart form the other people on the bus.” (The Lone
Woman, page 97).
18. I’d like to appropriate Lorna Sage’s words regarding the short story “Flesh and the
Mirror” (SAGE, L. (ed), 1994, Flesh and The Mirror. Essays on the Art of Angela Carter, London,
Virago, pages 8 and 9).
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the movie on the bus –they all signal to the sexual attacks women are sub-
jected to in order to marginalize, objectify and annihilate them.
There is another element that has an important mirroring function: the
sky. From the very first few sentences, we note that the descriptions of the
sky symbolically reflect Irene’s moods. This is why at the beginning we read
that the sky ‘seemed to be made out of grey marble, like the top of a tomb’
(p. 3); later on, when Irene’s thoughts turn negative and claustrophobic the
sky changes as ‘if it really were a sheet and someone had been slashing at
it with a knife’ (p. 28), or turns heavy, as if ‘made of quartz’ (p. 42), or beco-
mes radiant blue during her nice dreams (pp. 49, 85, 90). It could be said,
therefore, that The Lone Woman is a novel that contains a series of mirroring
elements, such as mirrors, the sky, and even the movies shown during the
bus journey, which reflect on that creation of the self, that struggle to re-esta-
blish the identity that has been denied to Irene.
Having decided to exist outside the parameters dictated by conventio-
nal life (she lived with a man outside marriage, never had children, sepa-
rated, joined a military organisation, and finally, abandoned the said
organisation to rehabilitate herself), Irene shares with her travelling com-
panions, the two nuns and the sick woman, the boundless solitude her
circumstances have determined. Hence the significance of the title, The
Lone Woman. Irene is a lone woman, and as Paul Valéry said, a lone per-
son is always in bad company. That is why literature is so important for
her: the books that she carries in her suitcase, that excellent collection of
texts, help her survive life and jail (p. 36) and seek closeness to the sky.
This is precisely what Cioran said was the purpose of art, an attempt to
reach the skies. And the sky is impossible to reach, as the reproduction
of Michelangelo’s painting she carries in her suitcase signals. In the fres-
co the Italian artist painted in the Sistine Chapel, God and Adam try to
touch each other, but ‘despite all the efforts of both God and Adam, their
fingers never touched’ (p. 11). It is a good metaphor for Irene’s past and
present reality (remember the first dream, in which we learn of what hap-
pened with Larrea).
The anthology of texts that Atxaga includes in The Lone Woman somehow
stretches the limits of the novel, introducing voices that speak of solitude, pri-
son or reclusion. This ‘displacement’ from the novelistic margins19, this subver-
sion of the limits of genre takes place through the inclusion of texts by authors
whose biographical circumstances (Emily Dickinson’s, for example, or Basque
poet Joseba Sarrionandia’s, a former member of ETA who escaped from jail) or
themes (i.e. Sandburg’s poem) somehow magnify the protagonist’s loneliness.
As Irene goes physically further away from jail, the poems’ messages seem to
become more and more optimistic, life-enhancing, and, in this sense, reflecting
———————————
19. Cf. BARTHES, R. “If a Text raises problems of classification (…), it is because it always
implies a certain experience of limits. (…) the Text is what is situated at the limit of the rules of
the speech-act (rationality, readability, etc.).” (in “From Work to Text”, BARTHES, R., (1989) The
Rustle of Language, University of California Press, 58). 
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on the evolution of the main character, the movement from her initial fear to the
hopeful expectations she begins to harbour by the time she reaches Bilbao.
Another interesting displacement, which adds weight to the proposition
that The Lone Woman is a diasporic text, is the mingling of the narrator’s and
the main character’s voices, the difficulty in establishing who is actually tal-
king20 in some instances.
For Irene, to return home is to become an exile, to feel like tourist in her
own country (p. 17). And in that country people live ‘with their flags and their
noise (p. 24), and they will not forgive Irene her betrayal21. Such people,
such ideologies, as her friend Margarita states, belong ‘to the stagnant world
of your [Irene’s] former colleagues’ (p. 92). For this reason Irene feels aliena-
ted from that nation, or ‘imagined political community’22, she felt a part of
before. Her statement in page 92 leaves no room for doubt: ‘my previous
world doesn’t interest me at all’, she says. For a long time she has not read
any newspapers or shown any interest in the news that reach her from the
Basque country: ‘they bored me’ (p. 92), she states. What Irene is telling us,
in other words, is that she renounces an excluding, obsolete form of nationa-
lism, and all cultural manifestations that give it support –which is in line with
what Anderson writes: ‘nation-ness, as well as nationalism, are cultural arte-
facts of a particular kind’ (Anderson, B, 1991: 4)23.
———————————
20. “The thoughts that had just gone through her head had made her furious: her family,
her friends, society itself –which was no more than an extension of the family- had been a refuge
during her childhood, a kind of a carpet she could safely cross, without touching the city floor,
without hurting herself, as the poem said, on the sharp stones of the labyrinth; but then, as a
person grew and matured, that carpet began to wear thin, to unravel, or worse still, to become
viscous, a sticky coating that stuck to your feet and stopped you moving. And woe to anyone
who rebelled against that viscous substance!” (The Lone Woman, Harvill, 2000, pages 21-22).
“She smiled broadly. The man in the red tie’s clumsy efforts to convince her had just
become painfully obvious. He wasn’t the worldly wise man he seemed. Like a lot of police-
men born in remote villages and with an education that almost always began in a seminary,
his Catholic upbringing had made a profound impression on his personality. They all had a
Virgin Mary in some corner of their heart”. (The Lone Woman, Harvill, 2000, page 79).
21. Page 92 of the novel describes the hell that awaits Irene when she returns to Bilbao:
“What awaited you in Bilbao? I’ll tell you, Irene. First, a cement wall with the words “informer”
and “traitor” scrawled on it; second, the baleful looks and the hatred of your former friends;
third, the pity of people of good conscience; fourth, insidious persecution by the police, trying in
a thousand and one different ways to get information out of you; fifth, the indifference of that
family of yours who scarcely ever visited you while you were in prison. In a word, Irene, hell”.
22. ANDERSON, B. Imagined Communities. Revised Edition, London, Verso, 6, 1991.
23. Cameron Watson in his interesting article ‘Imagining E.T.A.’ (in Douglass, et al. (ed),
1999, op cit.) writes, on page 94, that: “There is not ‘eternal terrorist’ but rather terrorism is
imagined, that is, formed and transformed within and in relation to representation. (...) I argue
that terrorism, like the nation, is imagined and I explore here some of the ways in which E.T.A.
lives in the minds of people”. After analysing aspects such as Hollywood and E.T.A., the repre-
sentations of ETA in media, and even the representations of ETA the band encourages itself,
Watson concludes that (p. 111): “(...) it would seem that the terrain of imagining Basque politi-
cal violence is shifting and that, with a wealth of future possibilities before it, Basque nationa-
lism has actually begun the process of critically unmasking the eternal terrorist”.
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The journey from Barcelona to Bilbao becomes, in the end, the protago-
nist’s internal journey. She is a woman who has decided to free herself from
the past that drove her to solitude. Even in what relates to love relation-
ships, such as hers with Andoni, she feels she has been forgotten, that her
wishes and hopes have been forgotten. That is why her luggage is so light;
she only took to jail the thing that really helped her move forward: Literature.
Her journey through hell ends when in reaching her destination, Irene feels
she has the strength to assert herself and decides to take the risk and live.
The sky that until then looked so threatening shows some clearings, and
‘despite the drizzle, she could just see the moon between two clouds’ (p.
120). It is a suggestive ending for a novel, a diasporic text that narrates a
forgotten, invisible woman’s recovery of her ‘self’.
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